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'The saints are a rebuke and a challenge hardly to be
suffered, for their way is always the impractical way
of the Sermon on the Mount: poverty, humility, the
following of the Cross. And yet, when the years move
on and we look back, we find that it is not the social
reformer or the economist or even the church leader
who has done tremendous things for the human race,
but the silly saints in their rags and tatters, with their
empty pockets and their impossible dreams.

—Caryll Houselander



Introduction

'The trouble with a book like this is that it’s never fin-
ished. 'm never satisfied. I start out with a definite
idea of the kind and number of saints I hope to make
come alive. Favorites rise quickly, crowd together, wait
in line, eager to jump onto the paper and tell their sto-
ries. I think I'll have no trouble at all, that I know
exactly how it will turn out.

'Then I begin my research, cover the table with books
and magazines and papers, and as I work away, before
I know it, I've discovered and gotten hooked on a saint
I've never heard of and must know more about, a saint
who is so funny, brave, outrageous or noble that I must
include him or her in the book. This happens again and
again. One saint leads to another and yet another. It’s
like eating peanuts and potato chips: You just have to
have one more . . . and then another.

'This book can only be a sampling of those wonder-
tul saints and heroes who have lived and struggled as
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we do. They used God’s grace and guidance so whole-
heartedly that they inspire us still. If they rose above
and converted their challenges, so can we! They are
the road-markers for us as we meander, spurt, stumble,
dance or careen down our own particular paths. They
even glow in the dark, which is very helpful since that’s
where a lot of us are much of the time.

Since I was limited by time and space, I chose the
saints and heroes I feel are especially meaningful for
our lives today. They are my personal choices, and I'm
sorry if some of your favorite people are not included. I
haven’t separated the saints from the heroes. They are
mixed together here, as I'm sure they are in heaven. My
feeling is that canonization is an earthly celebration
for us humans. We need to see proof, like the apostle
‘Thomas who had to stick his fingers in Jesus’ wounds.
God, who knows us by name and has set a seal upon
us, already knows the truth and extent of our holiness.

'This gathering of holy ones spans ten centuries, yet
their circumstances and problems mirror ours today.
They too wrestled with problems of war and ethics,
commitment and service, right thinking and wise act-
ing. They worked at how best to love God and their
neighbor, even to the point of giving their lives for
both.

Among this varied bunch we have soldiers and
sailors, kings and queens, doctors, lawyers, beggars,
thieves, poets, diplomats, fools and cranks. Some
saints helped the homeless and helpless and some were
homeless and helpless. Some have added to the world’s
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store of truth and beauty with their words and music.
Some are martyrs who have given witness by their
deaths. Some saints died young while others lived into
their nineties.

They are men and women of all nationalities,
races and personalities, all part of that wonderful,
marvelous mystery we know as the Mystical Body
of Christ. If PBS were to televise a special on the
Mystical Body, I wonder how they would portray it.
Would they show it as a living, throbbing physical
body, crisscrossed with roadmap veins and arteries?
Or would they show it as a community, a country, a
universe alive with incredible complementary colors
and one-of-a-kind souls, each offering a unique con-
tribution to the whole?

We may not like some of the offerings; we can’t
like everyone. Sometimes it’s hard to understand why
some people become saints. As carefully as we try to
put together the jigsaw of their lives, to figure out
why some who were once mean, selfish or frivolous
became heroically holy, generous and compassionate,
there is always one piece missing. That piece is a mys-
tery. We don’t really know why bad people become
good, or how the spark of God’s grace catches and
consumes a soul. But God knows, and eventually so
will we.

The important thing to remember is that saints
were human. Phyllis McGinley writes in her book
Saint Watching, “They lost their tempers, got hungry,

scolded God, were egotistical or testy or impatient in
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their turns, made mistakes and regretted them. Still
they went on doggedly blundering toward heaven. . . .”

May the saints and heroes in this book help us all to
keep on blundering toward heaven!



Juan Diego

FTHE STORY of Our Lady of Guadalupe were a
play, Mary would be its star. She would be the center
of all eyes, the one with the best dialogue, the artist
skilled in turning hearts and changing minds, and the
one to get the bouquets at curtain call (roses, of course).
But she wasn’t a one-woman show. She needed sup-
porting players—assorted peasants, friars and street

1
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people, a Spanish bishop, a dying uncle, and, most
importantly, the messenger. Without the messenger,
Juan Diego, we would have no Guadalupe. And with-
out the appearance of the Lady at Guadalupe, there
would not have been the conversion of nine million
Aztecs, who could not resist the message of Mary, who
came to them as an Aztec Princess.

Juan Diego must have been exactly right for the
role, because he was chosen by the star herself. But
what do we know of him beyond this performance?
Just a handful of facts. He was born around 1474 and
lived in the village of Tolpetlac, with His wife, Maria
Lucia. He was a farmer, growing mostly corn, in his
Aztec community.

After the Spaniards conquered Mexico in 1521,
it was a time of hardship and cruelty for the Aztecs.
The Europeans considered them an inferior race,
good only for use as slaves. But along with the sol-
diers, there came good men also, friars, who preached
about their God who was a loving father to all. The
natives wondered how this compassionate God could
be the God of their tormentors as well. Nonetheless,
Juan and Maria decided there was truth in what the
friars said, and they were baptized in the new faith.
‘They had no regrets for their old life but sometimes
they did miss having a dozen gods for difterent pur-
poses, instead of just One taking care of everything.

When Maria died, Juan was heartbroken, but he
believed she was now in Heaven; happy, healthy and
waiting for him. He tried to live his life as before, but
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the house was so lonely without Maria, he moved in
with his sick, elderly uncle. It cheered him up to have
someone to take care of. As the years passed, Juan
Diego became known as an ancianos, a wise and kind
man venerated by his community.

He was fifty-seven years old when he met Mary for
the first time that December morning on his way to
Mass. Can you imagine how he felt as he was stopped in
his tracks by the brilliant assault of birdsong? When he
saw the cloud part to reveal the lovely woman dressed
as an Aztec? To be addressed as “Juanito, my son,
will you deliver a message to Bishop Zumarrago for
me?”

Juan thought he was dreaming. Yet, the woman had
called him by name. She had been there, real, he could
see the color of her eyes. Now she was gone and left
him with work to do, and he set off to do it.

His faith was uncluttered with doubt or worries
over what people would think. Still, he did not look
forward to walking into the bishop’s palace and being
scorned, laughed at, sent away or thrown out. An
Aztec wanting to talk to the bishop about the Virgin
Mary. Imagine!

And yet, the bishop did speak with him. (A little
grace, a nudge, a whisper in the ear; God has his ways.)
“I'm busy now,” he told Juan. “Come back again and
we’ll talk about it.”

On the second attempt, the Bishop seemed to
believe him, but asked for a sign. Poor Juan must have
been exhausted, but the Lady said she would have a
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